Reading 9.  J. L. Mackie, Evil and Omnipotence 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction 

1
What does Mackie mean by his statement that the problem of evil is a logical problem?

2.
What three main propositions constitute the problem of evil? 

3.
What two principles does Mackie add to these three propositions? 


II.
Adequate Solutions

1.
What are the five logically adequate solutions to the problem of evil?

2.
What does Mackie mean by a “half-hearted” logically adequate solution? 


III.
Fallacious Solutions 

A.
“Good cannot exist without evil” or “Evil is necessary as a counterpart to good.” 

1.
If good cannot exist without evil, why is God not omnipotent? 

2.
How does the claim that good and evil are counterparts contradict the principle that good eliminates evil as far as it can? 

3.
What objection does Mackie raise against the principle that a quality (redness, for example) can exist only if its logical opposite (nonredness, in this case) exists? 

4.
How does the quantity of evil in the world present a problem for a theist who holds that evil exists because good cannot exist without evil? 

B.
“Evil is necessary as a means to good.” 

1.
If evil is needed to produce good, why is God not omnipotent? 

C.
“The universe is better with some evil in it than it could be if there were no evil.” 

1.
How can a distinction between first order good and second order good be used to help solve the problem of evil?

2.
How does the existence of second order evil invalidate this argument?

3.
Why is it unsatisfactory to solve the problem of second order evil by positing a third order good?

D.
“Evil is due to human free will.” 

1.
Why are second order evils not a necessary result of free will? 

2.
If human wills are really free, why is God not omnipotent? 

3.
What is the “paradox of omnipotence”? 

4.
Why is the paradox of omnipotence not fully solved even if we distinguish first order omnipotence from second order omnipotence?


IV.
Conclusion 

1.
What does Mackie conclude about other proposed solutions to the problem of evil that he has not examined? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

1.
Is Mackie’s principle correct that “a good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can”?

2.
Must some evil exist in order for there to be good?

3.
Is it logically consistent to say that a universe containing some evil is better than a universe containing no evil?

4.
Is it possible that the good of free will outweighs the evils that it causes? Is it likely?

5.
Could God have created a free will that could choose only among goods and never choose evil? 

6.
Is it a limitation on omnipotence to be subject to the laws of logic and causality? 
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